The reproductive performance of Mongolian gerbils mated post partum and allowed to nurse 1-]2 young was recorded. More than 70% of the post-parturient females mated, the majority on Day I; the incidence of mating was unaffected by nursing. However, both fertility and fecundity declined as the number of young nursed increased. Smaller litters were associated with longer gestations.
Summary
The reproductive performance of Mongolian gerbils mated post partum and allowed to nurse 1-]2 young was recorded. More than 70% of the post-parturient females mated, the majority on Day I; the incidence of mating was unaffected by nursing. However, both fertility and fecundity declined as the number of young nursed increased. Smaller litters were associated with longer gestations.
The majority of the members of the subfamily Gerbillinae display a post-partum heat, the occurrence of which has been reported in Tatera indica (Prasad. 1961; Bland, 1969) , T. afra and T. brantsi (Measroch. 1954 ), Deslllodillus auricularis (Keogh, 1973) . Pachyuromys duprasi, Meriones libycus, M. shall'i. M. hurrianae (Ringler, Lay & Abrams, 1972) and M. crassus (Marafie, Nayak & AI-Zaid, 1978) . In the Mongolian gerbil post-partum heat was first described by Schwentker (1963) , who found that 60% of gerbils mating post partum became pregnant. Marston & Chang (1965) reported that 59% of gerbils mated by the 3rd evening post partum with the majority doing so during the 1st evening. In our colony we found that at least 80% of the females mated post partum and, in the absence of lactation, 80% maintained pregnancy to term; however, if young were nursed fertility was reduced (Norris & Adams, 1971) .
The present report is concerned with the effect of the number of young nursed on the fertility of post-partum matings.
Materials and methods
All animals came from our own colony, the origins and management of which have been described elsewhere (Norris & Adams, 1972) . Observations were made on 175 sexually mature females paired at 3-4 months of age. Cages were inspected daily between 0900-1000 for the presence of young, thereafter all litters were maintained within the required size range by cross fostering whenever necessary. Vaginal smears were taken at 0900-1000 on the day of parturition (Day 0) and on Days I and 2 if necessary.
After obtaining evidence of mating
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(presence of spermatozoa in the smear) the male was removed. Young were weaned on Day 30, when the same male was reintroduced. Some of the resu.lts were analysed statistically by one-way analysis of variance.
Results
A total of 258 parturitions was observed in females nursing 1-12 young. Table I shows the incidence of mating post partum and fertility relative to the number of young nursed. The incidence of mating ranged from 68 to 87% (mean 72%) and was unaffected by the number of young nursed. The majority (74%) of the matings were recorded on Day I. Among the animals (28%) in which no evidence of mating was found, some must have mated as a further 5% went on to produce litters. The proportion of females littering, which was higher following matings on Day I than on Days 0 or 2, decreased from 67 to 29% as the number of young nursed increased from 1-3 to 10-12, Litter sizes were recorded for 98 of the 117 females littering, and tended to decline as gestation lengthened (r = 0·22 L P -0·02, Table 2 ).
Discussion
Our demonstration of a negative relationship between numbers of young nursed and fertility and fecundity in the gerbil are at variance with observations on the mouse (Bruce & East, 1956) , though resembling the position in the rat (Norris & Adams, 1979) and mink, in which species Dukelow (1966) postulated that the level of prenatal mortality is increased by prolongation of the pre-implantation period. It is, of course, well established that lactation concurrent with pregnancy prolongs the pre-implantation period in the gerbil (Marston & Chang, 1965; Norris & Adams, 1971; Meckley & Ginther, 1971 , 1972 .
A predominantly linear, positive relationship exists between gestation length and the number of young nursed; thus for each young nursed, gestation is extended by nearly 2 days (Norris, 1979), Norris (1979) has shown a significant decrease in the number of cells in blastocysts recovered from females undergoing the most extended periods of implantation delay. We presume that cell loss or injury, if sufficiently marked, -could affect adversely embryo survival. Whereas the loss of some embryos results in a Norris & Adams Whilst the incidence of mating post partum was not influenced by the number of young nursed, its outcome was affected by the timing, with matings recorded on Day I proving more fertile than those recorded a day earlier or later. No explanation can be offered to account for the inferiority of either Day 0 or Day 2 matings except for possible irregularities relating to ovulation and gamete transport.
Zusammenfassung

Die Reproduktionsleistungen
von Gerbils, die post partum verpaart wurden und gleichzeitig 1-12 J ungtiere siiugten, wurden registriert. Ober 70% der Weibchen lie13en sich im post partum Stadium decken, die meisten am Tag 1; die Verpaarungshiiufigkeit war vom Siiugen nicht beeintriichtigt.
Ferti~tiit und Fruchtbarkeit nahmen jedoch mit zunehmender Zahl der gesiiugten Jungtiere abo Kleinere Wiirfe in Verbindung mit langeren Tragezeiten waren die Folge.
